CHAPTER H

BlOGKAPHICAL FACTS AND TRADITIONS

IN the time of Shakespeare, the fashion of writing
lives of men of letters had not yet arisen. The art of
biography could hardly be said to be even in its infancy,
for the most notable early examples, such as the lives
of Wolsey by Cavendish and of Sir Thomas More by
his son-in-law in the sixteenth, century, and Walton's
handful in the seventeenth, are far from what the
present age regards as scientific biography. The pres-
ervation of official records makes it possible for the
modern scholar to reconstruct with considerable fullness
the careers of public men; but in the case of Shake-
speare, as of others of his profession, we must needs be
content with a few scrappy documents, supplemented
by oral traditions of varying degrees of authenticity.
About Shakespeare himself it must be allowed that we
have been able to learn more than about most of his
fellow dramatists and actors.

In a matter which has been the subject of so much
controversy, it may be an aid to clearness if the facts
established by contemporary documents be first related,
and the less trustworthy reports added later. The first
indubitable item is trivial and unsavory enough. In
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